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THE QUEENSLAND SUGAR INDUSTRY 
As Depicted in the Whish and Davidson 
Diaries 
[By C. T. WOOD, Barrister-at-Law.] 
(Delivered at a meeting of the Society on 22 April 1965) 
A/fY talk tonight is about three of the pioneers of Queens-
^^^ land's sugar industry. I think aU of you have heard of 
the first. Captain the Hon. Louis Hope, seventh son of the 
fourth Eari of Hopetown. The seventh Earl was the fiurst 
Governor-General of Australia, and notwithstanding his 
famous parting faux-pas, he was deservedly honoured on 
returning to England with the titie of Marquess of LinUthgow. 
Louis Hope was a typical patrician and he was wealthy. 
He was born on 29 October 1817, and was reported to have 
come to AustraUa in the "Euphrates" in 1843. He told a 
Select Committee of the Legislative Assembly of Queensland, 
appointed in 1869 to report on the treatment of kanakas, that 
he had been in the "northern part of the Colony," by which 
he no doubt meant the part that is now Queensland, since 
1848. 
Hope was a squatter or pastoralist. About 1860 he was a 
partner of Ramsay in Hawkwood, in the Burnett district, and 
was interested in other properties, including Kilcoy, on the 
Upper Brisbane River, which remained his tUl his death in 
1894 and was managed throughout by WiUiam Butler (who 
named one of his sons CoUn Hope, who is stiU living). 
Louis Hope bought large areas of land to the south-east of 
Brisbane, in the direction of Cleveland, and in 1862 or earUer 
had turned his attention to the sugar industry. John Buhot, 
who came to Queensland on 11 April 1862, used some of 
Hope's canes in his second experiment in sugar-boiUng, in 
Brisbane on 4 June 1862, and for a time in that year was, 
no doubt as a result, employed by Hope. J. W. Strachan 
succeeded Buhot (who went to C. B. Whish in December of 
that year) and it was Strachan who, in September 1864, 
made three tons of sugar and 15 cwt. of molasses in Hope's 
miU at Ormiston. Apparently, however, the sugar was not of 
good quaUty and was not put on the open market. It was not 
tUl 6 January 1866 that Hope auctioned his first ton of sugar, 
sold publicly. It was no doubt the produce of the 1865 crop. 
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and was offered in Martin's Mart in Brisbane on that date, 
and was reported in the newspapers of the day, the Courier 
and the Daily Guardian, to have brought good prices. 
HOPE—FATHER OF SUGAR INDUSTRY 
It has been frequently said that for this achievement, Hope 
won a prize or premium offered by the Society of Arts (Lon-
don), now the Royal Society of Arts, for the first ton of cane 
sugar, the produce of any of the AustraUan Colonies. The 
Society did make such an offer, in 1863, but a recent search 
of its records, made at the request of the Queensland Cane 
Growers' Council, has disclosed no evidence that an award 
was ever made, nor have I found any record of it in Brisbane 
newspapers. It seems to be clear, however, that Hope earned 
it. Perhaps he never claimed it— i^t would have been "in 
character" for him not to do so. Hope is generally acknow-
ledged, I think justly, to have been the father of the Queens-
land sugar industry. He certainly demonstrated that sugar-
cane could be grown in Queensland, even in such a place as 
Ormiston, now proved to be inferior to the great sugar dis-
tricts of the State, and he did build an efficient miU at con-
siderable expense and prove that his cane could be made into 
saleable sugar. Cumbrae-Stewart said in a lecture reported in 
one of the early Journals of this Society that Hope "in 1863 
obtained the reward in the form of a land grant offered by the 
Government for the first manufacture of sugar on a com-
mercial scale." It seems to me probable that he confused the 
offer of the Society of Arts with the grant of land to Hope by 
statute in 1867. 
On 30 August 1865, a petition was presented to the Legis-
lative Assembly on Hope's behalf, asking that in recognition 
of his good service to the Colony he be allowed to select a 
portion of land, not less than 2,000 acres, to be granted to 
him in one of the northern districts of the Colony as being 
better suited for tropical agriculture than the ground he had 
purchased from the Crown. The motion was defeated. In 
1867 the matter was raised again, with success, and Hope 
selected 1,800 acres on what came to be known as Hope 
Island, bordered by the Coomera River, Coombabah Creek 
and Moreton Bay, and 760 acres at Kilcoy, 2,560 acres in aU, 
the total mentioned in the Act of Parliament, assented to on 
26 November 1867. 
THE ORMISTON ENTERPRISE 
Hope was never, however, a successful sugar planter and 
his Ormiston enterprise had many ups and downs. In 1870 
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he was in Sydney trying to seU it, and asking £20,000 for his 
mUl and 1,700 acres of land. When he faUed, he hit on a 
sort of share-farming scheme. In 1874, a share-farmer named 
Victor Noagues, who had come from the French Island of 
Bourbon, in the West Indies, sued Hope in the Supreme 
Court of Queensland for £4,000 damages for breach of 
contract for having refused to "manipulate" his cane, as he 
was alleged to have agreed to do. Hope demurred to the 
pleadings, but the demurrer was overruled by Cockle C.J. 
and LiUey J., sitting in Banco, that is, as the equivalent of 
our present FuU Court. LiUey J. then heard the action, with 
a jury, which after a trial lasting six days answered questions 
in favour of the plaintiff, and assessed damages at £1,207. 
LiUey J. gave judgment accordingly. 
Firmin McKinnon, in one of his many felicitous lectures to 
this Society, said that Hope appealed and lost, and threatened 
to appeal to the Privy Council; that the case was then settled, 
but Hope declared that he would never crush another stick of 
cane and he was as good as his word. I have found no 
record of an appeal from the judgment of LiUey J. I think 
McKinnon may have misinterpreted the information he used, 
and the opportunity should be taken to set the record right or 
invite further inquiry. The judgment on the demurrer may 
have been treated as an appeal after verdict and judgment. 
Whatever the facts may be, on 7 January 1875 Hope's 
agents, Cameron Brothers, advertised his miU, with an area 
of land, for sale at auction on 22 February, and gave as the 
reason for the sale that the proprietor had decided to "sojourn 
in Europe for some time to come." Hope thereafter confined 
his business activities to his Kilcoy property, but retained 
Ormiston House, which in the form we know it today had 
been built in 1864/65. 
By 1882 he had made up his mind to retum to England 
for good. On 1 November 1882 he resigned his seat in the 
Legislative CouncU, to which he had been appointed for life 
on 24 April 1862. He sold his Coomera lands, part in 1882 
and part in 1884, but retained the KUcoy block, which, with 
the rest of that holding and the remaining Ormiston land, 
passed to his wife on his death on 18 August 1894. She died 
in 1901 and a few years later KUcoy was resumed by the 
Government and the 760 acres again became Crown land. 
In 1910, when St. John's Cathedral, Brisbane, was dedicated, 
the Hope family gave the massive granite pulpit in memory 
of their parents. Correspondence of the Church authorities 
in the matter was with Miss Hope. 
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THE WHISH DIARY 
The second of our sugar pioneers who, I think, merits oiu: 
interest tonight was Claudius Buchanan Whish, also a mUitary 
man, who had seen much service in India at the time of the 
Mutiny and in Persia, and who had been in New South Wales 
for a period buying remounts for the Indian Army. It was on 
this visit, perhaps, that his attention was attracted to the sugar 
industry. He arrived, at the age of 35, in the ship Young 
AustraUa, which dropped anchor in Moreton Bay on 8 August 
1862, about four months after Buhot came in the Mont-
morency. Whish brought with him his wife and two little 
girls (a third was to be born in November), and other 
passengers were the Rev. James Love and his wife and their 
three children, two girls and one boy, Wilton Wood Russell, 
who became one of Brisbane's leading doctors. 
Whish was a devoted diarist, for which we aU now have 
good cause to be grateful. It was characteristic of him that he 
kept a record of the voyage of the Young Australia, and it 
was he who supplied the Brisbane papers with a detaUed 
account of it. He had kept a diary in his early Army days in 
India and continued it till just before he and his wife were 
drowned in the R.M.S. Quetta on the night of Friday, 28 
February 1890, in Torres Strait. There is a tablet in St. 
Andrew's Church, Lutwyche, in "grateful remembrance of 
their valuable services during their long residence at Lut-
wyche," that is, Eildon HiU, with the lines from the Second 
Book of Samuel, authorised version, of course, which few 
who have been brought up on it would lightly forsake: 
"They were lovely and pleasant in their lives, and in 
their death they were not divided." 
Another couple who went down together that night were 
Reuben Nicklin and his wife, grandparents of our Premier 
(Hon. G. F. R. Nicklin, M.L.A.). 
The Whish Diaries are now in the Oxley Library, thanks to 
the pubUc spirit of Whish's descendants, the Roe family, and 
through the good offices of Professor F W. Robinson, 
formerly of the University of Queensland. Whish's eldest 
daughter, Maud of the diaries, became the wife of Reginald 
Heber Roe, headmaster of the Brisbane Boys' Grammar 
School, 1876-1909, and mother of Queensland's first Rhodes 
Scholar. 
PORTION OF DIARY MISSING 
It is unfortunate that the diary for the latter part of 1862, 
when the Whish fanuly arrived in Queensland, and when 
Whish decided what to do and where to select land, is missing 
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CAPTAIN WHISH 
and aU efforts to find it have been unsuccessful. Members 
of the family who read it say that it gave an account of 
negotiations between Whish and Hope for the purchase of 
Ormiston plantation and miU by Whish, or for a partnership; 
that an agreement was come to and solicitors prepared the 
necessary documents; and that when Whish arrived to sign 
them, Hope announced, to Whish's great annoyance, that he 
had changed his mind. 
The diary starting on 1 January 1863, however, shows that 
John Buhot had been in Whish's employ since 1 December 
1862, on a year's engagement, which, however, was not com-
pleted. Whish caUed his plantation, or station, Oaklands. It 
was on the south bank of the Caboolture River, about three 
miles from its mouth in Deception Bay. Whish later took up 
another block, on the shores of the Bay, which he called the 
Bay Station. 
The Whishes lived for a long time in true pioneering 
fashion, in a tent which gradually was provided with wooden 
walls, and a roof that kept out rain better than canvas. One 
stormy night, however, the roof coUapsed and they had to 
move hurriedly into the buUding being prepared for the 
superintendent (Buhot). Whish had then to hasten with the 
building of their own house. He persevered, in the face of 
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great difficulties, in what he afterwards admitted was a caUing 
of which he knew nothing. The area was not suitable for 
sugar-cane; frosts were frequent and rainfaU often meagre; 
crops were Ught, and the sugar content low; efficient labour, 
especially for sugar-boUmg, was scarce; and funds were 
dwindling. 
STEAM DRIVEN MILL 
He got his freehold, however, and a sleeping partner (J. R. 
Trevilian) and, finally, built a 6 h.p. steam-driven miU sup-
plied by SmeUie & Co. and set up by John Sinclair, engineer 
member of the firm, and in June 1867 he wrote in his diary 
with pardonable pride that he was "bagging sugar at last." 
He ordered a 250-gaUon stiU and on 7 July 1867 took out a 
distiUer's licence for which he paid £25. He made his first 
rum in October. Henry Ling Roth, in his History of the 
Sugar Industry of Queensland, published in 1880, said that 
Whish and TrevUian were the first Queensland rum distiUers 
and the first to bring their product into the markets. Whish 
was proud of his brew which he wrote had "established its 
character." He was in demand at Government House as a 
maker of a potent rum punch and noted once that his own 
canary wine was used at one of the Bowens' parties. 
Whish struggled on manfully but in April 1872 had to 
admit defeat and take a Government job as surveyor of roads. 
It involved, of course, his resignation from the Legislative 
CouncU, to which he had been called on 23 June 1870. 
WHISH PETITIONS PARLIAMENT 
Whish, like Hope, petitioned Parliament for a reward for 
his services to the sugar industry and the Colony, emphasising 
that he was "the first producer of sugar in appreciable quan-
tities and of rum at all." The petition was presented to the 
Legislative CouncU by the Hon. F. E. Bigge, but the resolu-
tion that the reward be granted was opposed by the represen-
tative of the Government, who said it would be hard to say 
where such applications would stop, and it was rejected by 
the House on 14 January 1868. Whish penned a caustic 
comment in his diary because, he said, Hope and another 
member interested in the sugar industry had "walked out." 
Even if he had succeeded in the Council, however, he would 
still have to get a favourable decision in the Assembly, which 
was of course controlled by the Government. 
THE DAVIDSON DIARIES 
The third sugar pioneer to whom I invite your attention is 
John Ewen Davidson, who almost exactly 100 years ago, on 
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20 April 1865, boarded the S.S. Pera at Southampton to 
come to Australia. He had evidently decided to go into the 
sugar industry, and to that end had visited Demerara, in 
British Guiana, and Jamaica, possibly other places in the 
West Indies. He was born about 1840, one of a family of 
landed gentry based on TuUoch Castle, Ross-shire, Scotland 
(an estate that our Agent-General in London has recently 
ascertained has been subdivided and sold, so that no family 
records are available there). 
Davidson, like Whish, was a careful diarist, and Queensland 
is fortunate in that some of his diaries, those for his first three 
and a half years in Queensland, have been preserved, and 
through the good offices of Alec H. Chisholm, FeUow of this 
Society, have come to be added to its records. Davidson's 
daughter-in-law, widow of his second son, Cedric, now Uving 
in Sydney, has given them to the Society, with a typewritten 
copy supplied by Mr. Norman Wallis, with his compUments, 
and two excellent photos of Davidson, taken in his retirement 
in England, have also been given by her through Mr. Chis-
holm. I have seen one of Davidson in his prime, in Ling 
Roth's "History of Port Mackay," and a better one in a 
Jubilee issue of the Mackay Mercury in 1912. Neither has 
the quality of the ones sent by Mr. Chismolm, but that in the 
J. E. DAVIDSON 
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Mackay Mercury shows him in his prime, dark-bearded, tall 
and erect, of confident, even commanding mien. 
Davidson's other diaries appear to have been lost or 
destroyed. Their value as a primary record of events in the 
last third of the 20th century in Queensland's economic, 
political and social life can hardly be overestimated. The 
Society has written to the member of the family who had 
them, now living in Canada, but no reply has been received. 
Young Davidson came to Queensland by easy stages. He 
traveUed by the Pera to Suez, by the Mooltan to Colombo, 
and by the Salsette to Sydney, arriving there on 29 June 1865. 
One of the first men he met was J. F. Kelsey, who then was 
making a valiant but unsuccessful effort to establish a sugar 
plantation at Alligator Lagoons, Bowen, in a belt too dry and 
not fertUe enough for cane. Another was the redoubtable 
Capt. "Bobby" Towns. He received letters introducing him 
to Capt. Hope, to Messrs. Black, Towns's agents at Cleveland 
Bay (TownsviUe), and J. D. Walker, manager of Towns's 
cotton plantation on the Ixjgan River, at Beaudesert. 
Davidson came on to Brisbane in the Lady Young, landing 
on Sunday, 9 July, and lodging at Bellevue House. He went 
to church and the Botanic Gardens. Next day, Monday, he 
went to Little and Browne, solicitors, from whom he learned 
that Whish had left that morning for Oaklands. He goes on: 
"Saw Mr. Ramsay, Hope's partner, and heard he was 
coming up on Thursday, 11 July (1865). Left my letter 
on Mr. Herbert (Queensland's first Premier), called and 
saw Sir G. Bowen, a hearty, chatty man." 
He dined at Government House on 12 July and then decided 
to go to Hope's. His next entries are: 
"14 July: After great difficulty procured a horse for 
three days for £2. Bought a valise and started at 2 p.m. 
over the ferry to Cleveland." 
The so-called temporary Victoria Bridge had been opened 
on 24 June 1865, but Davidson used a ferry and got to 
Ormiston. He wrote: 
"Saw Capt. Hope at 5 p.m. but as he could not put me 
up I rode on to Cleveland (three mUes) and put up at an 
inn there. 
15 July: Rode over to breakfast with Capt. Hope and 
spent the day with him (talking sugar). Returned to the 
inn at night. Mr. Ramsay was staying with Capt. Hope. 
16 July: Rode over to breakfast as before but returned 
to dine at 1.30 with Mr. Hope and Mr. Ramsay at Mr. and 
Mrs. Bigge's where was spent the rest of the daylight. Ate 
oysters cooked by an aboriginal. 
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17 July: Started at 8 a.m. and reached Brisbane at 11 
a.m. No letters yet. Mr. Trevilian not in Brisbane." 
VISITS HOPE AT ORMISTON 
Ormiston House in late 1865 was a new house, as Whish's 
diaries show. Whish visited Hope in January 1864 and again 
in July 1864. He made a third visit on 3 November 1865 and 
entered in his diary: 
"We found great changes at Hope's—a beautiful house 
and grounds and very superior sugar which I saw made in 
the centrifugal. The canes don't seem to stool nor to look 
so luxuriant as I expected. Met the Bigges. Mrs. Hope 
very kind. They have three nice little children." 
Perhaps Louis Hope's new house had not been completed 
when Davidson caUed in mid-July 1865. 
Davidson's diary goes on: 
"18 July: Saw Mr. TrevUian and learnt the way to Capt. 
Whish's. Started at 11 a.m. from Kent's. Met Mr. Herbert 
and Mr. Bramston, riding in." 
That is, from Herston, where the two friends, Herbert, 
Premier, and Bramston, his Attorney-General, lived. 
JOURNEYS TO PINE RIVER 
"Found my way to Petrie's on the North Pine aU right, 
after which I took the wrong track for two mUes, but 
having found out my mistake I rode back and had a nasty 
fall, my horse tripping and tumbUng right over, luckily not 
on me. Not hurt. Arrived at Captain Whish's at 5 p.m. 
where I found him and his wife, and Mr. and Mrs. 
Leatham, living at the junction of the Pine Rivers. The 
whole ride was through forest land covered with trees and 
belts of scrub (or tropical vegetation) along the rivers and 
streams. 
19th: Slept in a slab hut and found it rather cold and 
draughty, had however plenty of blankets. Walked over to 
the Caboolture Cotton Company, about one mUe, and saw 
their cleared land, also a few acres of sugar-cane rather 
the worse for the cold weather, a splendid crop of maize. 
Rode, in the afternoon, a large party, along the river to the 
agricultural reserve, aU Whish's and TreviUan's land. 
20th July: Pointed out a site for the sugar works and 
gave Mr. Whish an outline of things required. Mrs. W. a 
cheerful woman. Four chUdren. 
21st July: Started back with Mr. and Mrs. Leatham, 
most unaccountably on the wrong road. Parted with them 
between the pines. My horse broke down about four miles 
572 
from Brisbane and I had to lug him up the hiUs and by 
very heavy spurring could just make him walk downhiU. 
Met Sir Geo. Bowen outside the town, luckily going down-
hiU. Got in at 4 p.m. and got my letters at the bank." 
WHISH'S ACCOUNT 
Whish's account of the visit was this: 
"13th July 1865 (in town): I saw Davidson for a minute 
and Hope, who asked me down to Cleveland to learn aU 
about requisite machinery. 
17th (Monday): (At home) TreviUan rode down with 
letters. 
18th: WhUe we were at coffee Davidson arrived. We 
like him very much. 
19th: We gentiemen went over to the Company's before 
dinner, and after dinner the ladies joined us in a ride over 
the new paddock. 
20th: I went over the machinery question with Davidson 
and got his opinion about the best way of working the 
place. I spoke to him about joining us and he said he 
wished to see the Colony first, which is only right and 
natural. He recommends Mirlees and Tait for machinery. 
21st: The Leathems returned home and Davidson to 
Brisbane TrevUian returned with letters." 
DAVIDSON "SEES" THE COLONY 
Davidson lost no time in starting to "see the Colony first." 
On 25 July he was on the Leichhardt, which he lamented 
was "a very slow boat," bound for Maryborough. He saw 
Eaton's sugar lands there and Aldridge's, and met De Keating, 
who gave him lunch of beef steaks in a small hut, and he met 
his namesake. Surveyor Davidson. It is not yet settled which 
of the two, Davidson Creek in the Cardwell area was named 
after. From Maryborough he went to Rockhampton by the 
Clarence, to Mackay by the Diamantina, arriving there on 
23 August. He was in "sugar" country at last. John SpUler 
had planted the first canes in Mackay on 1 June of that year, 
and he met T. H. FitzGerald, who surveyed Mackay and was 
destined to become Davidson's partner, to be forced out of 
the sugar industry in 1874 by the disease known as rust; to 
pioneer it in 1880 at InnisfaU (then named Geraldton after 
him, but renamed in 1912 because of confusion with Gerald-
ton in Western Australia); to be defeated there also in the 
difficult eighties, and to die at only 64 in 1888. 
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THREE PIONEERS OF MACKAY DISTRICT 
C. H. O'Brien, in his history of the sugar industry written 
for the Australian Sugar Journal in 1951, said: 
"Three names are indissolubly Unked with the early 
sugar development in the Mackay district—John Spiller, 
Thomas Henry Fitzgerald, and John Ewen Davidson." 
SpiUer was an EngUshman, from Derbyshire, FitzGerald 
an Irishman and so staunch a Catholic that he employed 
fishermen to provide meals for his people on fast days (there 
was meat for those of other beliefs); built a church and paid 
for the upkeep of Sisters of Mercy to teach therein. The three 
men seem to have got on weU together. 
Davidson went to Port Denison (Bowen) by the Diaman-
tina, wading ashore luggage in hand. He at first borrowed a 
horse and rode out to see the optimistic Kelsey, on the Don 
River— "only a sand-bed," he said, "200-300 yards wide." 
Then he bought a mount for himself at a sale and set out for 
Cleveland Bay, with "the postman," crossing the Burdekin 
River at Inkerman, then a cattle station, and staying at Wood-
stock and playing draughts with Reid, one of the owners, at 
night. Next day he rode on alone, and wrote: 
"31st (August 1865): Started at 8 a.m. keeping a good 
lookout and my pistol handy as the blacks about here are 
very dangerous and have killed many men; reached the 
Ross River, 30 mUes, at 1 p.m. and after great search 
found some water. Off-saddled for an hour, keeping a good 
lookout. Rode on and came to a buUock-driver's camp 
where I got a fresh horse, mine being quite done, which 
carried me on four mUes to TownsviUe, Cleveland Bay, 
where I put up at a very good hotel belonging to Mr. Ross, 
a gentleman who has taken to this way of making money." 
He spent five days there, meeting Bobby Towns's son and 
seeing aU he could, including the "intended sugar land," and 
the boiling-down works being built by Mr. Heslop, engineer. 
He went by the Policeman back to Bowen and thence by the 
Diamantina to Mackay, where on 13 September 1865 he— 
"Rode out with Mr. FitzGerald in the evening to inspect 
the incipient sugar plantation." 
"14th: Rode across the river to Mr. SpUler's plantation 
and up the river." 
Where he was evidently delighted to see "a faU of fresh 
water." 
DAVIDSON AT MACKAY 
Davidson then made a long stay at Mackay. He was 
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advised by Mr. Ross, of Balnagowan, to give up sugar and 
buy the adjoining pastoral property, Woodlands. He returned 
to Brisbane on 19 October, after an absence of 13 weeks. 
He went to stay with friends, the Atkinsons, at Breakfast 
Creek, near where we are tonight, and on 30 October walked 
into town. 
It was not long before Davidson went to see Hope again. 
His diary reads: 
"4th November: Went in Emma to Cleveland and rode 
to Hope's. Sugar very green. Very savage with Govern-
ment. Unexpectedly brought back to Brisbane by Sn G. 
Bowen in the Kate. Lady B. aboard." 
By this time Davidson had evidently decided to have a 
look at the coast north of TownsviUe. He left on 24 Novem-
ber in the Policeman which put in to Breakfast Creek to pick 
him up, and got stuck on a sandbank. On 18 December he 
landed at Port Hinchinbrook (CardweU), "a place of about 
50 inhabitants," and was busy studying charts of the Murray 
and Mackay (later renamed TuUy) Rivers. He spent Christ-
mas Day of 1865 there. 
PUNITIVE EXPEDITION AGAINST NATIVES 
Cardwell aboriginals were notoriously hostUe and on 2 
December a party that had opened a road to the interior over 
the range at the head of the Murray had been saved only by 
the barking of a dog at their overnight camp about 30 miles 
from town. On 3 January (1866) Davidson rode with a 
party of the Native Mounted Police to punish them. His 
entry of 7 January reads: 
"With police to avenge attack by blacks. Some pursued 
and shot down. It was a strange and painful sight to see a 
human being running for his life and see the black police 
gaUoping after him and hear the crack of the carbines. Of 
course, I took no part in these proceedings, this being the 
duty of the police; it is the only way of ensuring the lives 
of white men to show that they cannot be attacked with 
impunity, for though the road party drove them off, if a 
dog had not given the alarm they would most probably all 
have been murdered as they slept." 
EXPLORES MURRAY AND TULLY RIVER 
COUNTRY 
Davidson's purpose, however, was to choose a piece of 
land for a sugar-cane plantation and he made three trips up 
the Murray and Mackay (Tully) Rivers and explored the 
country to the north and south and in between them. He 
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marked a tree on the bank of the Murray, as he had been 
instructed to do, and on 9 January, he records that he "laid 
down my position on the chart." It was a period of heavy 
rain and mosquitoes were "fearful" and "a perfect torment." 
One night he moved out to the pier to endeavour to get some 
sleep and on Sunday they were so bad that the P.M., Leefe, 
could scarcely read the church service. 
On 6 February, back in Brisbane, he was assured by the 
Surveyor-General (A. C. Gregory) that there would be no 
difficulty about his getting the land he had marked out. He 
left to meet E. D. Thomas, his prospective partner, in Sydney, 
where on 16 February he enjoyed the luxury of a Turkish 
bath, "shampooed by South Sea Islanders," and went to 
Balmain with A. Fairfax to look at a boat he proposed to 
buy, and there met a man named Martin, whose schooner, 
the Black Dog, had been chartered by Fred. CampbeU and 
Trevilian, who (accompanied by L^mpriere) had gone in the 
previous year to recruit the 33 South Sea Islanders Whish 
first used in the sugar industry. It is worthwhile making a 
short digression to quote from Whish's diary: 
"Sunday, 17 December 1865: Hope rode in on his way 
to Cleveland," that is, from Kilcoy. 
KANAKA GANGS 
"And presently TreviUan appeared, to our great astonish-
ment, and the Islanders, 33 in number, foUowed in the 
afternoon in a bullock dray from the Pine, where they had 
put in weatherbound. We put them in the cotton shed and 
fed them with rice and milk. They cost upwards of £7 a 
head, Trevilian says. Hope rode on in the afternoon. 
Monday, 18th December: We got the men into gangs in 
the back flat and the garden, and they work very weU, and 
it is quite a comfort after so much anxiety and work to see 
a prospect of doing some good by the plantation." 
The kanaka labour question is, of course, far too big to be 
more than mentioned here. Even the debatable point whether 
these 33 were the first South Sea Islanders used in the sugar 
industry, or whether Hope employed some earlier, opens up 
too great a field. B. H. Molesworth, in his paper before this 
Society in July 1916, said that Hope employed 54 in 1864. 
A. G. Davies, another valued lecturer and sometime secretary 
of the Society, was more cautious and said that it was reported 
that he did. Hope was virtually cross-examined by Dr. K. I. 
O'Doherty, a member of the Select Committee of the Legis-
lative Assembly appointed in 1869 to investigate the treat-
ment of kanakas, but stuck to his first statement, that he had 
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employed them only since 1867. He is supported by a dis-
patch of Governor Bowen on 13 July 1867, quoted before 
this Society by E. V. Stevens in December 1950: 
"The principal employer after Captain Towns is Captain 
Whish, formerly an officer in H.M. Light Dragoons and 
now the owner of a plantation near Brisbane." 
To resolve this doubt would involve a great deal of careful 
searching. One is tempted to twist Omar Khayyam's famous 
line, and say "Oh, that Louis Hope had written a diary." 
To return to Davidson, in Sydney to meet Thomas and buy 
a boat for his transport on the Murray River. On 5 March 
1866 he entered in his diary: 
"Went out to Homebush and dined with Mr. and Mrs. 
Ramsay, and saw Hope's letter: 3,816 lb. sugar from 5i 
clarifiers or 1 lb. a gal. at the rate of 30 cwt. per half acre 
of machine-dried sugar from red ribbon." 
In the history of the sugar industry this letter from Hope 
to his partner is of great significance. It no doubt referred 
to the sugar of which he sold a ton in Brisbane on 6 January 
of that year. 
Davidson and Thomas reached Cleveland Bay on 17 
March, attended service in the Customs House next day, met 
Captain Towns and had some talk about Towns's sugar 
estate at Jervisfield, Cape Bowling Green, of which Davidson 
shrewdly remarked that it was "a place not very likely to get 
an extra supply of rain." It was not till John Drysdale 
explored and developed the underground water supplies in 
the eighties that the Burdekin Delta area came to be regarded 
as the best in the State from the point of view of regular 
production, high average sugar content, and comparative 
freedom from pests and diseases, but today the periodical 
exhaustion of even these vast natural reserves is a warning in 
a country such as Australia that water conservation for irriga-
tion is the only safe basis of an enduring agricultural economy. 
PLANTATION SITE CHOSEN 
Davidson and Thomas, on 27 March, and a party that 
included Leefe, P.M., and John Dallachy, the botanist who, in 
1864, had accompanied G. E. Dalrymple on his expedition 
to found Cardwell, pulled up Banian Brook, so named by 
Dallachy after the trees he had seen in India, and now 
called Banyan Creek, in the Tully mill area, and finally 
decided to develop their plantation at the spot already marked 
on the Murray, near where the Bruce Highway now crosses 
it by a modern bridge. 
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In April 1866 they were building huts and on 30 April the 
Julia arrived safely and was at once employed bringing up 
stores and machinery from CardweU. By June they were 
ploughing and planting cane. Davidson sent for kanakas, 
bought horses and cattle and bricks for the mUl. He noted in 
his diary the presence of "niggers" and of 
"some yellow gins, which looks as if there were some ship-
wrecked men or had been amongst them." 
And that Murray, of the Native Mounted Police, had 
promised to come up for a week or ten days and clear out 
the neighbourhood. But his next entry reads: 
DAVIDSON DEPRESSED 
"1st August: Last night I suffered greatly from 
depression of spirits, caused partly by Thomas wanting to 
leave me as soon as he can without greviously incommod-
ing me, partly by his overhearing my men declare that 
they would leave unless they were in a strong party to 
repel niggers, partly by my increasing deafness, and gener-
ally by the difficulties of my situation without sufficient 
capital to carry my scheme through alone. All these things 
combined make me think seriously whether I should not 
give up this place at once, sell if possible and make the 
best terms I can with the Pioneer River Company. Then, 
the present state of affairs in the Bank of Queensland is 
not quite satisfactory. " 
It failed shortly afterwards. 
"However, I wiU not get rid of this place till I have a 
sure berth elsewhere, but must carry on tiU then." 
Thomas left on 8 August but Davidson persevered and at 
the end of November he was able to say that all his cane 
was planted (40 acres) and he rode to TownsvUle to "receive 
my run." He went through Dalrymple's Gap, crossed the 
Herbert at the Stone Creek or Herbert Vale, and on 7 Sep-
tember transacted his business with the Lands Commissioner. 
On the journey back the creeks were up but he reached 
Cardwell safely and in better spirits on 20 September and 
next day entered in his diary with obvious satisfaction: 
"Came out to the plains, which I shaU now caU BeUen-
den Station, as it is the nearest station to BeUenden Ker, 
the highest mountain in AustraUa." 
SPENT CHRISTMAS IN A TREE 
His joy was to be short-lived: he was to spend most of the 
Christmas period up a tree. On Christmas Eve it started to 
rain. On the morning of Christmas Day there was the 
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"most terrific thunderstorm, with sheets of water which 
poured through my iron roof like a sieve and I had to fix 
up a waterproof sheet to keep my bed dry. I looked out 
about 11 p.m. and as there was nearly a full moon I could 
see amongst the dense masses of clouds one as black as ink. 
Rising early on Christmas morning, I was surprised to see 
the middle of the plain under water and the river within 
two feet of the bank though the evening before it was 18 
feet below." 
The water continued to rise. He sent his men to drive 140 
cattle to higher ground but nearly an equal number were 
unfortunately on a piece of ground between the Mackay 
(TuUy) and the Murray and could not be got at. At midday 
he and 10 men took to trees. The dogs were put on a rough 
raft of floating logs, the fowls on the roof of the hen house. 
He was in the top of a pollard gum, wet in spite of waterproof 
and mackintosh. 
"Ate soaked bread and beef," he wrote. "Thus passed 
Christmas Day and night, thinking 'What a dreadful blow 
to my prospects, let alone the immediate loss!' " 
On Boxing Day there were showers but on 27 December 
the water fell. They all got down and waded through three 
feet of water to heaps of soil excavated for the drains, and 
made some soup out of a drowned fowl and some cabbages 
which they pulled out of the water. On 29 December he 
managed to reach Cardwell, swimming Neunga Creek with a 
rope in his teeth held by his men. On 31 December he 
wrote: 
"Must now determine what to do. I think this extra-
ordinary flood (of clear water) was caused by a water-
spout breaking in the hiUs. It usually takes five days and 
nights' heavy continuous rain to.raise the Murray eight feet 
where it rose 23 feet in 15 hours." 
A NORTH QUEENSLAND CYCLONE 
On 7 January 1867 Davidson recorded "the most awful 
thunderstorm I have ever seen, the wind a tornado." It was 
obviously one of North Queensland's cyclones. When it 
passed his men rode the country between the two rivers and 
mustered 180 cattle; about 40 to 50 were lost. On 12 January 
he sold 20 cows and 167 bullocks, and estimated that about 
60 were missing. Three days later he and his friends had a 
meeting in CardweU about carrying on. On 18 January he 
"paid off my men and went for a sail on the bay." The Julia 
had survived; he had sent it to CardweU when the rain started. 
On 26 January he "sold my goods" but started two men in 
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the boat to work the plantation. Eventually, however, it 
passed into other hands and at one period was held by a 
TrevUian, probably Whish's partner. He saUed south and 
on 8 Febmary reached Mackay. His entry on the foUowing 
day reads: 
"Rode out to FitzGerald's plantation." 
And on 13 February he recorded: 
"Made agreement. Drove to town with Mr. and Mrs. 
FitzGerald and signed; witness Baker P.M." 
"FIRST UP THE HERBERT" 
Davidson did not start working there at once, however. He 
visited Brisbane; spent a few days with Whish, saw Towns's 
"great show of cotton and 173 S.S. Islanders." In AprU and 
May he visited Cardwell again and on 23 May (1867) entered 
the mouth of the Herbert River in his boat the Julia, and 
recorded in his diary that he had carved a "D" on a gum 
two-thirds up Mt. Katharina, but was interrupted by "nig-
gers"; camped by a little brook which he named Ripple 
Brook, now known as Ripple Creek. Met Stone (manager of 
VaUey of Lagoons) riding down with a party, and reached 
the Stone River (Herbert Vale, halfway station to the VaUey) 
and concluded the entry triumphantly: 
"I have thus successfuUy found the mouth of the Herbert 
and been the first to go up it." 
He was still in Cardwell in June, collecting his books and 
other goods and settling his affairs with the A.J.S. Bank. 
ANOTHER PUNITIVE EXPEDITION 
In mid-June he took part in an expedition to Garden Island 
to punish blacks for an attack the day before on a picnic 
party which included John DaUachy's daughter Mary (later 
Mrs. Thorne, wife of the first chairman of Cardwell Shire 
CouncU) and Miss Richards, daughter Of the PoUce Magis-
trate. Three of the party were wounded by spears, Mary 
DaUachy badly, before the men could launch their boat and 
get away. The punitive expedition could find no blacks on 
Garden Island but there were plenty on the larger Gould. 
They had to content themselves with retrieving a few jampots 
and pieces of a shawl of one of the women and making off 
with the natives' canoes. 
Davidson went by the Black Prince to see Cleveland Bay 
again and looked at Towns's cotton and sugar, which never 
came to much, and were then badly damaged by the hurri-
cane. Going back to Cardwell, he spoke for FitzGerald in his 
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campaign for the Kennedy seat in the Legislative Assembly, 
which he won, and on 6 July the two friends started on horse-
back for Mackay and arrived there on the 9 July at 7 p.m., 
their horses quite knocked up. Davidson quickly got to work, 
laying out the site for the Alexandra MiU, the first steam-
driven steel-roUer miU in Mackay, planting cane, picking 
cotton, overseeing the building of a permanent barracks for 
South Sea Islanders (and working with them), riding to 
Greenmount, the station John Mackay had selected but had 
to sell; building a plank boat. The Alexandra MiU was com-
pleted in time for the next season and produced the first sugar 
milled in Mackay, 110 tons, from September to November. 
PROMINENT MACKAY RESIDENT 
From then until he returned to England at the end of the 
century Davidson was one of the most prominent men ui 
Mackay, which for many years produced half the Colony's 
sugar, and today has mill peaks of about a quarter of the 
aggregate of the State's 31 miUs. Davidson did not give oral 
evidence before the Royal Commission of 1888/9, the first 
to inquire into the economics of the industry, then in parlous 
circumstances because of low prices due to competition from 
bounty-fed beet sugar from Europe and other sugar from 
cheap-labour countries, drought, and the threatened with-
drawal of kanaka labour, but submitted a statement in which 
he said he was the managing director for the Melbourne-
Mackay Sugar Company, which owned the Alexandra, Te 
Kowai (buUt by FitzGerald who had come to Queensland 
from New Zealand), Palms (a very up-to-date miU buUt by 
Davidson in 1883), Branscombe (where he lived) and Nebia, 
with a gross capitalisation of £300,000. He emphasised the 
need for ploughing deep, not only to increase production but 
also to reduce the cost of manual labour to a minimum and 
for this purpose too he used steam ploughs. 
INVALUABLE SCIENTIFIC KNOWLEDGE 
Davidson's scientific knowledge (he was a graduate of 
Oxford University and had specialised in science) was invalu-
able in the sugar industry which for years had no technical 
help from the Government. It was not tiU 1883 that C.S.R. 
established its first mill in Queensland. The Department of 
Agriculture and Stock was not created until 1887, separate 
from the Department of PubUc Lands, and Peter McLean, 
its first Under Secretary, recommended the establishment of 
State nurseries at Karaerunga and Mackay for sugar-cane and 
other tropical plants. Henry Tryon was not sent to New 
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Guinea tiU 1895 to search for new varieties of cane (he 
brought back the famous BadUa), and it was not tUl 1901 
that tile Bureau of Sugar Experiment Stations was estabUshed 
under Dr. Walter Maxwell. In the circumstances that existed 
in Davidson's early period in Mackay his knowledge was 
freely avaUed of. As early as 1880 he had compUed a list of 
varieties planted in the Mackay district and this was incor-
. porated in Ling Roth's history and again listed in Roth's 
comprehensive "Literature of Sugar," pubUshed when he was 
working at the Royal Colonial Institute in 1889 and there 
dedicated by him to Davidson "as a token of friendship and 
gratitude." Roth said in his original history of the industry 
that Davidson and WUUam Hyne, also a University man, who 
was an enUghtened manager of Meadowlands MiU, were both 
"well grounded scientifically." 
SUPPORTED KANAKA LABOUR 
Davidson wholeheartedly supported kanaka labour and in 
1884 visited England to try to persuade the Colonial Office to 
consent to the introduction of Indians to replace it when 
recruiting of kanakas ceased. He does not appear ever to 
have been converted to the small-farmer principle visuaUsed 
by Griffith as the solution of the labour problem in the 
industry, brought to fruition on the Federation of the Colonies 
in 1901 by the immediate prohibition of recruiting kanakas, 
and their repatriation in 1906. He was, however, an able and 
highly educated man, interested in aU pubUc questions, and 
I have found no evidence that anybody ever questioned his 
integrity or sincerity. He no doubt had strong beliefs, but he 
had also what he thought were good grounds for holduig 
them. He was foremost in all community work and was the 
chairman of Mackay's first Municipal CouncU. 
Davidson married, on 1 August 1875, at Ashfield, Amy 
Constance Ashdown, a talented Sydney girl. One of the 
earUest bank managers in Mackay was named Ashdown, but 
I have not had the time to follow that tempting clue. Mrs. 
Cedric Davidson says it was a very happy marriage, and that 
Davidson said on one occasion, as of course many another 
man has said, that there was never a cross word, but I feel 
sure that Davidson did all the arranging of the Uves of all the 
famUy in a truly Victorian fashion. 
There were two sons, of whom Cedric was the second, and 
four daughters, of whom one, Justine Venning, is stiU Uving, 
in her eighties, and the daughter-in-law, the donor of the 
diaries, is living in Sydney. Although she never knew her 
father-in-law, she writes with her husband's knowledge of 
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him and in a way that tempts one to become less—or more— 
than a mere recorder of facts. 
Davidson retired to England about 1900, to find that a 
friend to whom he had given a power of attorney had gambled 
away much of his money on the Stock Exchange and was 
reported lost at sea, believed drowned. It needed aU David-
son's Scottish tenacity and shrewdness to restore his fortunes 
sufficiently to enable him to live in comfort in Oxford—and 
to go up to London with his family for the season—and 
magnanimously, until his death, to help the widow of the man 
who lost his money. His home at Oxford was a gathermg 
place for many of England's cultured and educated men, 
including J. B. S. Haldane, who was at school with Cedric, 
and the scene of many week-end dinners when often fifteen 
sat down to good food and good talk, long remembered by 
the family. 
MAN OF UNUSUAL VERSATILITY 
Davidson was a man of unusual versatility. He was a 
graduate of Oxford, winner, Mrs. Cedric Davidson thinks, of 
two blues, one for chess and one for cricket. I had never 
heard of a blue for chess, even at Oxford, but his love of 
cricket is plain from his diaries. He was a botanist (a new 
plum was named after him), an astronomer (he seized the 
chance to acquire a telescope from an expedition sent out to 
the Southern Hemisphere and set it up at Branscombe, and 
is credited with having discovered a new comet). It may have 
been a star, for Mrs. Cedric Davidson says he named one of 
his daughters SteUa "after the new star." 
Cedric Davidson, who died as recently as August 1963, 
described his father as both adventurous and visionary, 
academically brilliant and practical in a quite unusual com-
bination. His diaries and his deeds in Queensland support 
the judgment. 
A MELBA MEMORY 
Dr. G. C. Bolton, author of the valuable and very readable 
history of North Queensland, "A Hundred MUes Away," says 
that Davidson was an accomplished pianist and enjoyed play-
ing accompaniments for pretty young women (which any 
qualified man might weU do), and that he played the accom-
paniment to Tosti's "Goodbye" when Melba, then Helen 
Armstrong, wife of the plantation manager at Marian, sang 
her farewell to Mackay in 1884, to begin her none-too-easy 
cUmb to world fame. Mrs. Cedric Davidson thinks Dr. 
Bolton is wrongly informed and that it was Mrs. Ewen David-
son who did it. The inference I have drawn from the notes 
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to Bolton's book is that his authority was the Gunning mss. 
I have had the good fortune to see them and they support 
Mrs. Davidson. She says also that she thinks Davidson was 
tone-deaf. That he was deaf in the ordinary sense we have 
seen from his diary. Whether that would prevent his playing 
an accompaniment I am not qualified to say. Probably not, 
because one of the greatest of musicians, Beethoven, con-
ducted when he could not hear his orchestra. 
But 1 am convinced, from other sources, that Helen Arm-
strong lived with the Davidsons for the last six months of her 
Ufe in Mackay, when she was unhappy and alone, and that 
Mrs. Ewen Davidson played for her then, and that she never 
forgot the Davidsons and, when in England, she stayed with 
them whenever she could, which was, after all, the sort of 
thing most Australians had come to expect of their illustrious, 
warm-hearted sister. 
